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Ritaj 
The Large GateWay  
 
 
 
Grace C. Khoury, Ph.D 
Bassem S. Sayrafi, Ph.D 
Birzeit University, Palestine 
 
It was September 2006, the start of a new academic year when all administrative and 
academic departments at Palestine University were having difficulties performing the 
usual electronic functions through the university portal (RITAJ in Arabic means the large 
gate).  The most affected operations were the registration, finance, human resource 
management and all academic departments.  Students were unable to access the system 
for self registration. Faculty and advisors were unable to access the system for student 
advising and departments were in chaos.  Employees were stressed out and felt helpless 
to do anything.  Several academic advisors began to resort to the old ways of pen and 
paper to provide some students with the needed advice for pre-registration hoping to 
upload all that written information to Ritaj once it became operable again.  The computer 
center at the university was swamped with calls each requesting access to their accounts 
and to help with performing tasks that were once done online and without much effort.  
The phone calls were putting more pressure on the computer center staff that was mainly 
solving problems on an ad-hoc basis.  Even senior university administrators were moving 
from department to department and calling academic advisors to understand their 
problems and to give priorities to solve the problems of the most important programs and 
the larger departments.  This chaotic situation lasted for one month after the start of the 
academic year.  Usually the registration process and the drop and add process took about 
one week for its completion however; this incident was very typical and caused many 
delays. 
 
The real story was that the computer center at Palestine University tried twice to 
introduce an updated version of the Ritaj system. After each of the failed attempts to 
introduce this system and apply it to the registration process the computer center was left 
with no choice but to switch back to the old system. Finally, by summer of 2006 a new 
Ritaj system was implemented and ready to be rolled out. This time there was no way of 
switching back to the old system as the old Ritaj system was not capable of handling the 
changes in Palestine University organizational structure, policies, procedures, plans, 
growth, problems and needs.  In addition, the old Ritaj was not compatible with the 
advanced technological web changes or technology that rolled out between the years of 
2002 through 2006.  However, as a result of data design problems and the introduction of 
the new system during a busy time of the year, the performance of the new Ritaj was 
very slow.  To make things worse, a key player of the development team left the 
University for an extended leave of absence in the midst of the development process 
leading to a complete breakdown of Ritaj. This in effect prevented the university from 
performing its day-to-day operations which resulted in the disruption of the academic 
process for more than three weeks. 
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Palestine University: A Background 
 
Palestine University was established as a small private school in Palestine in 1924.  In 
1953, it became known as the Palestine College and started offering first-year university-
level courses in Arts and Sciences in addition to its high school program. By 1961, 
Palestine College was offering second-year university-level courses, and by the end of that 
year associate degrees in Arts and Sciences were granted.  In 1967, the fall of the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip under the Israeli military occupation resulted in the imposition of 
travel restrictions on Palestinians residing in these areas. This new environment 
prompted Palestine College to gradually eliminate its high school program and 
concentrate on the provision of higher education. In 1972 the College began a four-year 
program leading to Bachelor’s degrees in both Arts and Sciences.  The institution changed 
its structure from a private to a public one and was officially registered as such. 
 
In 1975 the name “Palestine University" was adopted, making it the first Arab university 
to be established in Palestine.  In 1978 the Faculty of Commerce and Economics was 
established, which was followed a year later by the Faculty of Engineering. The 
University began to offer graduate programs on a limited scale in 1977, and in 1996 the 
Faculty of Graduate Studies was formally established. This was then followed with the 
establishment of the Faculty of Law and Public Administration in 2004 and in 2005 the 
college of Information Technology was established.  Today, the University is staffed 
with approximately 700 faculty and staff members with a student body of over 7000 
students.  An autonomous Board of Trustees composed of prominent leaders of the 
community governs the University. The Board appoints the University President as well 
as confirms the appointments of vice-presidents and deans which make up the 
University Council.  The University offers numerous undergraduate and graduate 
programs through its seven faculties which include: Arts, Commerce and Economics, 
Engineering, Sciences, Law and Public Administration, Information Technology and 
Graduate Studies   In addition to several institutes and centers that promote community 
programs, research and the sustainable development of Palestine. 
 
Before Ritaj 
 
The university had separate information systems in the various departments which lacked 
data integration. If data related to students was needed then the only source for accessing 
them would be the registrars department and anything pertaining to employees was to be 
found in the human resource office. Oracle financial was used in the finance department, 
and in the registrars office oracle database was used for about ten years in which 
employees received the necessary training from the local program provider once the 
program was installed   Those employees at the registrars office were happy and 
comfortable with the use of Oracle and they felt it was tailored to users’ needs, tested and 
late was implemented after providing the necessary training for its end users.  Then two 
years ago and specifically in 2005 a decision was made by the university management to 
start using the front-end application “Ritaj” for all its administrative, financial and 
academic purposes.   This meant that all university data services would have to be 
accessible through Ritaj. For example, the human resource department had three different 
databases that were later integrated to incorporate personal data, employment history, 
promotions and compensation details all in one program. 
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The Old Ritaj 
 
The university had a plan to utilize new technologies to facilitate the online self-
registration process by students.  As a result of the occupation, the deteriorating political 
situation, and the oppressive conditions imposed by the occupation such as siege, 
closures, road blocks, check points, restriction on movement of people and the 
geographic partitioning and security measures, it became a necessity to adopt some e-
learning initiatives and allow for distance learning.  This situation had forced a new 
change that was beyond the capabilities and readiness of the intended Ritaj.   
Consequently, the new program, Ritaj was designed as a student faculty portal and a 
solution to the many closures faced by Palestine University (2002-2004). During that 
period, Ritaj proved a great success that was readily available for students and teachers 
when roadblocks and checkpoints limited travel to campus.  
 
 Three computer staff members out of which two happened to be distinguished graduates 
of Palestine University were able to find all the administrative and financial support 
needed to move forward with the implementation of an in-house administrative and 
academic portal.  The system was introduced in May 2002 during the second Palestinian 
uprising when the system was in high demand by instructors and students alike.  Since 
then Ritaj mainly concentrated on facilitating the communication between instructors and 
allowed for students to access supplementary study material by their instructors in 
difficult times especially when students couldn’t reach the university campus.  In 
addition, student advising and registration started to be processed through Ritaj.  The 
portal also allowed for students to post messages to classmates, look up course schedules, 
register on-line, review their financial accounts, and review their transcripts.  At the time 
of implementation of Ritaj, there was no priority for its utilization by the human resource 
or finance departments.  
 
Later on, all financial and registration requirements were integrated into the Ritaj system 
and were inclusive of the databases used previously which included student accounts, 
grants, and human resources data. Ritaj simply could not get all the information into one 
database; instead ad-hoc techniques had to be adopted for the performance of these 
functions  The computer center continued to service all employees of the university on 
request basis. For example, the director of finance would request calculating provident 
funds according to some formula. The computer center would go ahead and implement 
this ad-hoc formula on the system without fully testing it with all the affected 
departments of the University (for example the university comptroller). Similar ad-hoc 
solutions continued to accumulate over the years with the old Ritaj system. 
 
The student registration and grades system suffered from a similar plague. Many rules 
regarding registration were coded in the old Ritaj system in an ad-hoc manner. The main 
reason behind the problems here were that the system was not designed to contain course 
plans. This meant that ad-hoc rules needed to be added to determine which courses a 
student can take at a certain level and how these courses would count towards graduation. 
Even worse, since no course plans were present, grade computation could not be done 
automatically. While averages and major specific averages could be computed, they still 
needed to be reviewed by the registrars’ office and in many cases manually updated since 
automation did not include the details of the course plans for the various majors and 
minors. 
908-012-1 
5 
 After going through a period of administrative change and accelerating growth in the 
number of students, employees and academic programs, the computer staff recognized 
the deficiency of the current system with regards to handling the fast paced change.  At 
the same time, data about employees was recorded in different formats in the various 
departments, such as the registration and human resource departments which made the 
integration of data difficult.  For example, the last name of a faculty member can be 
different in the academic department versus the finance department.  
 
Unfortunately the success of Ritaj during that time proved to be the key to its downfall. 
As the University staff got more acquainted with Ritaj, they started demanding more 
functionality than it being just a venue for sending messages to students. 
 
 
The New Ritaj 
 
The new Ritaj system was designed to overcome the main problems that had plagued the 
old system. It was designed to solve many of the ad-hoc solutions that were implemented 
in the old system, in addition to improving its performance.  The goal was to design a 
new system based on the knowledge of the issues that had been raised during the use of 
the old system. For example, to solve the problems of the registrars’ office, course plans 
were integrated in the system. This would allow easy computation of grades and smooth 
registration and add/drop for students. 
 
The computer center began to work on implementing the new system in 2005 but it was 
not applied to the registrars’ process until the summer of 2006.  The implementation 
process is still in the introductory phase and is expected to be completed by mid 2008. 
According to the computer center director, the new system was developed after 
evaluating other systems adopted by other universities and based on the computer staff 
experience with the old system and their knowledge of the university’s needs and 
problems.  E-learning criteria were taken into consideration and database adjustments 
still have to be made.  The new structure is based on the authority granted to each 
position.  According to the new system all data related to the university employees 
should be entered by the human resource management department where more 
integration is expected and the same information about the same person will be found by 
different users contrary to the old situation where data related to the same employee 
would appear differently to different users.  It is expected that after the completion of the 
implementation of the new system, that usability will improve, more functions will be 
covered such as university projects that currently are not included and better data 
integration will be achieved.  The new Ritaj is an in-house administrative and academic 
portal which has the potential and the flexibility to adjust to university managerial and 
structural changes.  
  
 
Unfortunately, the implementation of the system did not go as expected and at present, 
the new system is facing application difficulties. The development team struggled to get 
a documented set of rules for student registration and grades and clear administration 
policies.  Authorities granted to some positions are not clear to system developers and 
work flow procedures are not documented.  This forms a barrier to system developers as 
they depend on their own discretion without clear guidance.  
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The team also suffered from the lack of adhering to software engineering standards. The 
team did not perform a proper software lifecycle for the new system. A formal 
requirements document was not generated. No system analysis was performed and 
written into a fixed document. Furthermore, documents detailing implementation were 
never written.   
 
The Computer Center’s Team 
 
Seven department employees are working mainly on the development and no one is in 
charge of improving usability or testing new functions and controlling quality.  The 
department suffers from human resource shortage.  Two employees are seniors who have 
the structural knowledge and have initiated the portal idea.  Two others were responsible 
for development, support and database and were assisted by student employees.  The 
other three were responsible for application support for the finance department and 
libraries.  Employees of the computer center department are highly satisfied of their work 
environment conditions, incentives and their department’s director and are motivated to 
work extra hours even during their personal time.  The internal culture of the department 
is strong and the employees have good team spirit.  Department members feel the 
transparency and the clear communication of the department’s director and find their 
financial rewards adequate when compared to market rates as they receive supplementary 
external consulting contracts in addition to their salaries through their department’s 
director.  During the critical period, the only two senior staff members of the department 
were on a personal leave for four months from August, 2006 to November 2006.  
 
The critical incident 
 
The difficulties which were faced by most university departments during the spring of  
2006 were also faced during the registration process of summer 2006 when the computer 
center started applying the new Ritaj system.  Registration for summer courses continued 
for about eighteen days.  The pressure encountered by the registration employees was 
even higher than that of the fall semester since no heads of departments or advisors were 
available during the summer.  During the summer session, students with registration 
problems were sent to the registration department and the employees at this department 
were not capable of solving students’ problems.  Some students were able to register for 
a course without taking its prerequisite, as all the previously established constraints on 
registration were removed.  Other students were able to register for courses but were 
unable to view them.  New students were unable to access their schedules. The computer 
center’s senior staff members together with the center director anticipated a smooth 
transition to the new Ritaj system prior to the beginning of the summer semester due to 
the decreased number of students who enroll at that time.   
 
Contrary to their expectations, several problems arose and it took one month to 
fix students schedules and complete the summer registration.  According to the computer 
center, the university is going through a fast growth period that they had never 
experienced before where new academic programs and new colleges were established.  
Many new managerial appointments had been made such as the finance manager, vice 
president positions and academic department heads.  New academic department heads 
and administrative managers find themselves using the new system without previous 
training or orientation. The strategic decision of establishing a new faculty or moving an 
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academic program from one faculty to another is made at a top level and the computer 
center is asked to find the appropriate mechanism to carry out that change. For example 
when new programs and departments were established and faculty members were 
removed from one program to another, students remained in the old programs and their 
advisors couldn’t access their schedules.   The computer center director did not find his 
department involved in the change process and was not informed about it in a timely 
manner. Furthermore, he found that the department was acting as implementers who 
should find the right solutions to problems immediately.  This consequently put more 
pressure on the computer center’s staff to solve the daily problems of users based on ad-
hoc methods, one problem at a time. In addition, the university’s long term strategy for 
investing in information technology seems unclear to the computer center’s director.     
 
Ritaj Ad-hoc Committee 
 
It is at this stage that the university administration decided to take initiative in 
establishing concrete steps in finding a solution that would take control of the situation. 
A university-level committee was formed to help the university and the computer center 
get out of the problems that had plagued them. One of the main problems that the 
university administrators suffered from when dealing with the computer center, was the 
failing to reach common terminology. The computer center would report progress in 
technical terms, while the university officials were really interested in reporting progress 
in functional terms. Thus, one of the main tasks of the Ritaj committee was to act as an 
intermediary between the university officials and the computer center. The committee 
selection was ad-hoc and included academic faculty from the faculty of IT, the university 
controller, and unit directors of the computer center and registration office. In addition, 
the Academic affairs office was represented by the assistant to the VP of academic 
affairs. The VP of administrative and financial affairs, which is the main office that the 
computer center reported to, was not represented in this committee. 
 
The committee held weekly meetings which lasted two hours each over the course of the 
fall semester of 2006. The committee’s main objective was to isolate the real problems 
behind the breakdown of Ritaj and to assist the computer center in resolving these issues. 
The committee also regularly pursued the weekly progress of the development of Ritaj, 
and was able to finally submit a report to the university administration with their findings 
and results. Some of these recommendations include: 
 
• A need for clear formal procedures for requesting services from the computer 
center. Currently, anyone requesting services from the computer center need only 
to go to the center. 
• The computer center needed to be better structured. There needs to be a 
distinction between analysis, development and quality assurance. Currently, most 
employees of the computer center are working on development of Ritaj. No one 
was assigned to quality assurance or documentation. 
• The university administration needs to provide the computer center with clear 
documented work procedures. Currently, there are no documented procedures for 
example on how to open a new section of a course if the current section is full. 
There are no documented procedures on how to register a student for a course if 
they have failed at least one of their prerequisites. 
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Questions: 
 
1. What do you think about the decision to use the updated version of Ritaj?  Where 
there enough preparation for this move? 
2. Whom do you think should be blamed for Ritaj deficiency during 2006’s summer 
and fall semesters registration? 
3. The possibility of key employees taking leaves is very real in all 
firms. What can be done in general to minimize any loss of productivity? 
Also what can be done in this very particular case to minimize the 
problems that had risen from key members of the computer center taking 
leaves? 
4.  With the view of how work flows in universities, what would be the 
best structure of the computer center? 
5. What were the problems associated with forming the Ritaj ad-hoc 
committee at Palestine University? In an ideal situation how this 
committee would be formed? and how would its members be chosen? 
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